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Backers of a controversial amnesty bill that would pardon as many as 1,000 former government
officials accused of political crimes during the dictatorship of Gen. Manuel Noriega hope to hold
the third and final debate that will bring passage of the bill in the next few weeks. Despite revisions
made in the bill to satisfy opponents, questions remain about just what constitutes a political crime
and who should determine whether a given crime was political. After the US military intervention
in Panama and subsequent arrest of Noriega in December 1989, some 20,000 complaints against
officials of Noriega's regime were filed in court.
Though the vast majority of these complaints were dismissed for lack of evidence, hundreds of
former military officers and civilian officials of the toppled regime were arrested. Many are still in
prison without having been tried. In the aftermath of the invasion, Legislative Assembly deputy
Alfonso Aleman Boyd of the governing Partido Revolucionario Democratico (PRD) introduced
a general amnesty bill that has now been held up for over five years because of the heated
controversy that the issue of amnesty has generated. Meanwhile, in lieu of a general amnesty
law, the administrations of former president Guillermo Endara (1989-1994) and President Ernesto
Perez Balladares have used presidential decrees to pardon more than 600 former military and
civilian officials. These decrees have stirred up further controversy because they appeared to
extend impunity to officials who were charged with common crimes such as murder, torture, and
embezzlement (see NotiSur, 09/22/95).
Since the amnesty bill was first introduced in 1990, critics' principal argument has been that the
bill is written in such vague language that common crimes could be covered. Article one, for
example, would extend amnesty to everyone "wanted, implicated, pursued, accused, or convicted"
in connection with crimes against the state or for "electoral crimes, libel, and slander" committed
for political motives prior to December 20, 1989, and for some specific crimes committed since
that date. To decide what constitutes a politically motivated crime, the bill would set up an ad hoc
committee made up of representatives from the College of Lawyers, the Human Rights Commission,
the Catholic Church, and the government. The bill's supporters argue that only those accused of
political crimes will be pardoned.
But Attorney General Jose Antonio Sossa said that no one in any Panamanian jail is accused of a
political crime. Furthermore, there is no such thing as a political crime listed in the penal code nor
any legal definition of what constitutes a political crime. With little to guide debate on the issue,
deputies have resorted to arguing questions such as whether murdering someone for political
reasons is a political crime. The bill was temporarily withdrawn in early December because of the
solid wall of resistance from the opposition parties and the president's refusal to back the bill. Vice
President Tomas Altamirano Duque said that, before the president would sign the bill, it would
have to specify who would receive amnesty. Therefore, the bill was sent for revision to a special
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congressional committee designated by the president and headed by PRD deputy Balbina Herrera.
Finally, on Dec. 31, 1995, the Assembly approved a revised version of the bill in the second of three
required votes.
The new version mandates a case-by-case review to determine eligibility for amnesty. Still, the
new version failed to satisfy many of the bill's critics. Despite new language that more clearly
restricts amnesty to political crimes, some PRD deputies reportedly favor a broad definition of
political crimes and are lobbying for the inclusion of specific names on the list of eligibles. For
example, the Assembly's vice president, PRD deputy Franz Wever, said that amnesty ought to cover
the three former military officers, including Noriega, who were convicted of the 1985 murder by
decapitation of Hugo Spadafora, a Noriega critic, since Alvarado considers this a political crime (see
NotiSur, 10/21/94). Likewise, PRD deputy Miguel Bush wants to include former military officers Luis
Cordoba and Felipe Camargo. Cordoba was sentenced to 20 years in prison for the 1984 slaying of a
campesino, and Camargo has been in prison for six years awaiting trial on a variety of charges. Bush
said that Cordoba was convicted because of a judicial error and that Camargo has already served
enough time in prison.
Thus, critics charge that uncertainty over guidelines and definitions is leading some deputies
to assume quasi-judicial authority in deciding guilt or innocence under the proposed law. The
president of the Panamanian Human Rights Committee (Comite Panameno por los Derechos
Humanos), Osvaldo Velasquez, has complained about this incursion of the legislature into judicial
territory. He noted that, under the proposed amnesty, the ad hoc commission, not the courts, will
decide which crimes to pardon. The commission would "bypass judicial authority, which would not
be able to open its mouth," said Velasquez. He urged the president to veto the bill "if he doesn't
want to leave an indelible stain on his presidency."
The version to be debated for the third and final time, insisted Herrera, will not pardon common
crimes. As examples of cases that will not come under the amnesty law, he cited the assassination
of Colombian priest Hector Gallego in 1971 and the 1989 killing of Dutch priest Nicolas Van Klef.
Furthermore, said Herrera, Noriega and 55 other military and civilian officials who served under
him will be excluded from the preliminary list of 1,044 individuals recommended for pardon.
The legislature's amnesty committee said that, if the bill passes, the list would be sent to the full
Assembly for final action before June. Meanwhile, the bill has come under the scrutiny of Amnesty
International, whose Central American representative, Esteban Beltran, said that the bill has many
defects. He was particularly concerned that the government planned to close out the files on all
human rights cases within five days after the amnesty bill becomes law.
Beltran said that, in other countries that have adopted amnesty laws, a period of 90 days was allotted
for completing the investigation of human rights cases before amnesty was granted. "For there to
be pardon and reconciliation, it is important that there be an investigation and that the guilty be
identified individually," he said. The involvement of Amnesty International in the Panamanian
debate raised heated objections from sections of the PRD. Party official Victor de Gracia charged
that members of Amnesty International "have come here to tell us how to do things." "We didn't
see them here when the US invaded Panama on Dec. 20, 1989, and destroyed so many human lives
and violated so many human rights," said de Gracia. (Sources: Inter Press Service, 02/27/96; Agencia
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Centroamericana de Noticias Spanish News Service, 01/05/96, 01/15/96, 02/23/96, 03/14/96; Agence
France-Presse, 12/03/95, 03/12/96, 03/31/96)
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